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The purpose of this study was to determine what characteristics contribute to 
superintendent longevity in a school district for 10 years or more.  A qualitative multiple case 
study was conducted using a sample from 11% of Indiana school superintendents who remained 
in their districts for 10 years or more.  This random sample included superintendents from 
various districts.  Superintendents interviewed responded to a series of five questions that 
explored the characteristics of community politics, size of the district, superintendent leadership 
characteristics, community demographics, and support systems.  During the qualitative multiple 
case study, more questions arose as a result of the interview process and were documented.  As 
a result of this study, it was determined that community politics, district size, certain 
characteristics of leadership styles, changing demographics, and sufficient support systems 
were integral parts of a superintendency that had these  superintendents remaining in a district 
in Indiana for 10 years or more.  The mutually, well-developed relationships created in the 
different characteristics between the superintendents, their boards, schools and community 
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“In the beginning of a change, the patriot is a scarce man, and brave, and hated and 
scorned.  When his cause succeeds, the timid join him, for then it costs nothing to be a patriot” 
(Twain, 1935, p. 394).  It could appear that school superintendents are the patriots in education. 
High rates of job turnover, early retirements, and a decreasing pool of superintendent 
candidates have created a crisis in securing and maintaining superintendents to lead school 
districts in a world of change.  “The average tenure of a superintendent is three years.  Indiana 
typically hires 30% of their superintendents each year, with a growing number aging into the 
retirement category” (Malone, 1999, p.  4).  Because of the short tenure and many 
superintendents retiring, school districts need to evaluate the reasons for this high rate of 
turnover, look at the characteristics of districts who retain their superintendents, and develop a 
means by which quality leaders remain in school districts.  High rates of turnover may result in 
lost production and forward momentum (Shields, 2002).  This qualitative study examined 
superintendents who had remained in their districts for 10 years or more in order to determine 
the characteristics that this group reported as key in the relationship between the school district 





Being a school superintendent involves performing a variety of roles.  This performance 
determines how successful the superintendent will be within a district.  According to a study by 
Brower and Balch (2006) school board conflicts, board politics, and community support were 
determined to be highly significant contributors to stress and success in a district.  Individuals 
who had experience as a superintendent appeared to learn the necessary coping skills to reduce 
stress and to create an atmosphere of success (Brower & Balch, 2006).  Brower and Balch 
found that lower salaries, more school board conflicts, greater board politics, less community 
support, and inexperience created stress for a superintendent which may contribute to their 
remaining in a district.  Those who did not participate in networking with other professionals 
and professional development were experiencing a higher sense of stress in the job; therefore, 
stress created the need to leave the position.  “School boards feel intense pressure to recruit 
superheroes that will improve student achievement, reduce the employee count, implement 
accountability measures, and guarantee safe haven schools in dangerous neighborhoods” 
(Jernigan, 1997, p. 4).  In truth, the lack of longevity mirrors what is happening in society at 
large with people changing careers.  School board members adopt a “quick-fix, results 
tomorrow” mentality (Jernigan, 1997, p. 4).  Their thinking is that “we need things to happen 
now and we believe we need a new person in charge” (Jernigan, 1997, p. 4).  Some 
superintendents who face a new board composition after an election determine it is easier to 
obtain another job than it would be to work together with the newcomers.  For various reasons, 




Leaving a Superintendency  
School superintendents leave their positions because they refuse to play the games that 
their boards put in their path (Jernigan, 1997).  A superintendent‟s principles would not be 
compromised, therefore the superintendent left (Jernigan, 1997).  Public schools have been 
given the edict to educate all students to obtain the same goal in No Child Left Behind 
documents (No Child Left Behind, 2002).  Creative solutions have to be put in place in schools 
to prepare children for the ever-changing world of work.  “It is not enough for our graduates to 
be literate and understand basic mathematics.  Students must apply their basic skills to solve 
problems, think critically, and work cooperatively with others to create new solutions in the 
workplace” (Negroni, 1999, p. 1).  These types of stress can lead a superintendent to leave the 
position entirely (Jernigan, 1997). 
“Today‟s intense focus on public schools has produced a tremendous demand for 
superintendents who can leap tall buildings in a single bound” (Jernigan, 1997, p. 4).  With 
more and more superintendents leaving the workplace (Malone, 1994), it is necessary to further 
investigate the characteristics of those superintendents who remain in their districts to lead and 
develop the children of the community. 
Statement of the Problem 
“One of the toughest jobs in the nation is being a superintendent of a public school 
superintendent of a public school district.  High rates of turnover indicate that today‟s 
superintendent vacancies are occurring more frequently” (Malone, 1999, p. 3).  “There seems to 
be evidence that when the top management person leaves, the entire organizational structure is 
affected, regardless of the professional setting” (Shields, 2002, p. 5).  There is a diminishing 
number of superintendent candidates due to retirements, board politics, and stresses of the 
4 
position that include inadequate funding, increased state mandates and educational 
requirements along with heightened community expectations (Chance & Capps, 1992).  
Superintendents are hired to move the district forward in whatever role the school boards, staff, 
and communities deem necessary for the superintendent to hold to meet the needs of key 
community stakeholders. However, amid these change opportunities to improve a district, there 
are practicing superintendents who remain in a single position for a longer period of time.  
Hiring and retaining highly qualified leaders becomes a challenge.  
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to investigate the characteristics 
that contribute to a superintendent‟s tenure in one district.  This study explored several 
characteristics of superintendents and their positions who remained in their districts for 10 years 
or more.  The relationship of the board of education with the district superintendent and the 
community politics involved was examined.  The size of the district could have been a 
determining factor to superintendent longevity.  Specific leadership styles of the superintendent 
could lend itself to a successful tenure with a school district.  The community demographics, or 
the culture, and socioeconomic groups of a district were explored.  Finally, support systems for 
the superintendent in this leadership capacity could have an effect on whether or not he or she 
remained in a district.  All of these characteristics determined the research question for the 
study.  
Research Questions 
The research question for this study is: What are common themes related to longevity in 
the position that are reported by superintendents who remain in a school district in Indiana for 
10 or more years?  The following questions were used to guide the interview questions: 
5 
1. What role does community politics play in the decision to remain in the district? 
2. What are the factors relating to the size of the district that contributes to 
superintendent longevity?  
3. Are the leadership characteristics of the superintendent a significant part of the 
decision to remain in the district? 
4. How do the demographics of a community affect superintendent tenure? 
5. What are the support systems affecting tenure in a district? 
Significance of the Study 
As the number of school superintendents in the state of Indiana shrinks, what can school 
districts do to hire quality superintendents, and retain them in their school corporations?  This 
topic is important because of the small pool for hiring of district administrators.  While 
mandates from the federal and state levels put increasing demands on the role of the 
superintendent, school districts need to take a look at successful districts where superintendents 
want to remain.  School board members across the state are looking at characteristics of 
leadership that can take the district to the next level in keeping with the demands of No Child 
Left Behind and Indiana P.L. 221.  
District leaders are examining leadership styles and leadership characteristics to meld 
with the district leader‟s mission for students.  Specific traits become a key relationship 
component between district leaders and the school community they serve.  Hiring and retaining 
highly qualified leaders becomes a challenge.  If Board of School Trustee members dissect the 
leadership characteristics necessary to guide their districts, then could the role of the 
superintendent become an integral member of the school corporation, thus procuring a qualified 
superintendent to lead for a longer period of time?  Some district boards are successful at 
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securing and retaining quality leadership.  This study explored the aforementioned themes 
reported by superintendents that lead to long-term partnerships between school board members, 
school district administrators, teachers and staff, and the superintendent. 
Definition of Terms 
For the purpose of this study, the following definitions were used: 
Characteristics were those specific factors to be explored which contribute to the 
longevity of the superintendent in a district.  For this study the researcher identified the factors 
of community politics, district size, leadership characteristics, community demographics, and 
support systems. 
Community was the area of constituents that houses the school district. 
School boards were the corporate bodies that derive their legal authority to organize and 
operate a school district for the state with statutory responsibilities for policy, budget, and 
programs (Blumberg, 1985). 
School district was identified as the school cachement area boundaries that are governed 
by a Board of Trustees that includes schools in a single area which serve the population of the 
community. 
Superintendent was the chief administrator of a school corporation responsible for all 
actions of the school corporation.  The position was originally created in the 1840s to help 
administer urban schools when the school board members were overwhelmed (Slaten, Lampe, 
Sparkman, & Hartmeister, 1994). 
Tenure was defined as the characteristics influencing a superintendent to remain in an 
Indiana school district for 10 years or more.  
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Turnover was the amount of movement that occurs in and out of an organization due to 
resignations, discharges, retirements, and deaths (Shields, 2002). 
Design of the Research 
This research study used a qualitative multiple case study approach.  It used the 
involvement of its participants to determine the answers to the research question through an 
interview process.  Qualitative research is an emergent research inquiry technique and may 
illicit other questions in the process (Creswell, 2003). 
Assumptions 
Assumptions of this study were: With a pool of superintendents remaining in an Indiana 
school district for 10 years or more, there are common characteristics that determine their 
longevity, participants will tell the truth in the interview process.  
Delimitations 
Delimitations for the study were the following: 
1. Data was collected during the 2008–2009 school year. 
2. Approximately 292 school districts were surveyed and 30 superintendents were 
found to be eligible. 
Limitations 
Qualitative research is interpretive.  The researcher determines the overall 
characteristics and outcomes of the interviews through a personal lens (Creswell, 2003). 
1. The sample included only those superintendents who responded to the question of 
whether or not they remained in an Indiana district for 10 years or more. 
2. Some superintendents retired or left their positions mid-year.   
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Organization of the Study 
This study is divided into five chapters.  Chapter 1 introduced the study, provided a 
statement of the problem, the purpose for the study, research questions and grand tour question, 
definition of terms, assumptions, delimitations, limitations, and organization of the study.  
Chapter 2 includes a review of related literature, which is subdivided into five sections: the role 
of the superintendent and community politics, the size of the school district, leadership 
characteristics of the superintendent, community demographics, and support systems for the 
superintendent.  Chapter 3 provides the information about the sample interviewed, the process, 
and the method for analysis of the information.  Chapter 4 presents the findings.  Chapter 5 
presents the conclusions and recommendations for school systems to hire successful 









Review of Related Literature 
 
The Role of the Superintendent and Community Politics 
Challenges face the superintendent in Indiana.  Accountability and diminishing 
resources make this role a constant focus of being forward thinking and proactive.  Managing 
accountability and diminishing resources leads to large amounts of job related stress for 
superintendents.  Increased rates of turnover dictate that today‟s superintendent vacancies are 
occurring more frequently. “The position of superintendent in the 20
th
 century has not been 
attracting quality candidates” (Malone, 1999, p. 3).  
However, in Indiana, there are superintendents who remain in the role in one district for 
longer than the average.  There is little research exploring the factors that contribute to a district 
leader remaining in the role for more than the average 3 – 5 years.  This review of the literature 
focuses on the factors of community politics, size of district, leadership characteristics, 
community demographics, and support systems and their influences on a superintendent 
remaining in a district for 10 years or more.  These factors were found in research literature to 
be important in relationship to why superintendents left a district.  Factors such as 
superintendents‟ income and evaluation, as well as the stressors related to school board 
members, parents, teachers, labor relations, and the community are also explored.  The negative 
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side of these factors can all result in high superintendent turnover.  High expectations by board 
members, community members, teachers, and school staff for superintendents, combined with 
time and financial constraints in the school system add to the stress of public school 
superintendents.  High rates of stress related illness lead to individuals vacating the position 
(Brower & Balch, 2006).  Schools were identified as having a high rate of turnover if three or 
more superintendents were hired within a five-year time span (Chance & Capps, 1992).  Glass 
(2001a) found that retirements were the chief reason for superintendent vacancies.  However, it 
was not clear from this study if the retirements were voluntary or were early retirements.  There 
are many causes and many factors that contribute to a superintendent‟s stay in one district.  
There are benefits which school board members could consider that would result in an increase 
in superintendent longevity in a district. School board members should consider portable 
retirement plans, six year contracts to experienced superintendents, guaranteed buy out or 
termination clauses, and paid internships for aspiring superintendents (Glass, 2001a). 
According to one study, years of experience in the district–level administration showed a 
significant relationship to maintaining a successful tenure (Brower & Balch, 2006).  Turmoil 
and inconsistency in leadership will cause ineffectiveness in a district.  Continuity will be lost 
in programming resulting in an unclear mission and direction of vision for the district.  The first 
10 years of superintendency results in the first career change.  Involuntary turnover also 




 year of a career.  “The superintendency is the least stable 
and secure position in education” (Metzger, 1997, p. 4).  There is much research on turnover in 
the superintendency but little to support why a superintendent would remain in one district.  
One could surmise that the opposite is true, but is it? 
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No Child Left Behind has superintendents concerned and faced with challenges that are 
in the forefront of news articles and community politics (Pascopella, 2008).  These challenges 
were outlined in order of importance as getting all children to grade–level proficiency given 
socioeconomic issues (49.1%), not enough funding to comply with all requirements (27.4%), 
lack of growth or progress model (9.4%), other (6.3%), confusion about state and federal 
authority (3.7%), data limitations and challenges (1.8%), getting all teachers to be highly 
qualified (0.4%), implementing supplemental services (0.5%), and implementing school choice 
(0.4%) (Pascopella, 2008). 
Superintendent and school board member relations could be one of the major 
roadblocks of longevity in the superintendency.  Decision-making and moral deliberation are 
often the major focus of the superintendent- school board member relationship (Slaten et al., 
1994). Micromanaging or the attempt of board member(s) to run the district leads to 
superintendent stress and turnover (American Association of School Administrators [AASA], 
1994).  The community politics involving school boards maintain a significant power and thus 
guide the culture and climate for the district.  It is critical that this symbiotic relationship 
between school board members and superintendents be maintained for the betterment of 
students in the district and the community as a whole.  “The selection of a superintendent is 
perhaps the most important decision made by a school board.  The superintendent‟s close 
relationship to successful school reform is emerging as a centerpiece in school reform research 
and literature (Glass, 2001a, p. 3).  This relationship could be the single most important source 
of stress for superintendents may be one of the leading reasons why district leaders leave a 
position.  In a recent study, school board conflicts and board politics were noted as highly 
statistically significant in adding to stress for a superintendent (Brower & Balch, 2006).  
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In a study, 93.4% of superintendents said they are satisfied with their relationships with 
their school boards (Sharp & Walter, 1995).  School boards are looking for district leaders who 
have clear goals and a clear purpose.  Castallo and Natalle (2005) wrote that successful 
administrators must be perceived to be trustworthy, credible, honest, and open. 
One literature review suggested that the most cited reason for superintendent turnover 
was the negative relationship created between the superintendent and the school board, by each 
other or by external entities (Shields, 2002).  Critical incidents between the superintendent and 
the school board could result in dismissal or resignation (Chance & Capps, 1992).  Critical 
problems were defined by Chance and Capps as board members just not liking the 
superintendent, religion of the superintendent, financial mismanagement by the superintendent, 
communication between board members and the superintendent, and immorality on the part of 
either board members or the superintendent.  The school board should be the policy making 
body and hold the superintendent accountable as the chief executive officer who implements 
the board policies.  This division of responsibilities rarely exists in practice (Chance & Capps, 
1992).  Board members sometimes have hidden agendas, focus on single items, mismanage, or 
could be corrupt and unduly influenced.  Board members look at the „issue of the day‟ and 
become distracted from their role in making policy.  This has resulted in criticism of school 
board members (Slaten et al., 1994).   
Honesty in decision–making is important.  Honesty and integrity were among the most 
identified causes of conflict by Chance and Capps (1992) and Malone (1999).  Superintendents 
are held to the highest of standards by their board, staff, and communities and are pressured 
both to walk that lofty path.   
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According to a study by Glass (2001a), school board members wanting to improve the 
quality of applicants should focus on the following: less board micromanaging, transportable 
retirement systems, better qualified and knowledgeable board members, higher salaries and 
fringe benefits, and a more positive media presence for the school.  Board members should 
leave the day-to-day operations of the district to the superintendent and the administrative team.  
The board members should engage in all opportunities to further their understanding of their 
role and the role of the superintendent.  The Indiana School Boards Association (ISBA) has 
many staff development opportunities.  School board members receive „points‟ for their 
attendance and involvement in the governance of the school corporation.  There are levels of 
achievement) in which boards can achieve more direct development culminating with The 
Exemplary Board status.  This requires all members to attend meetings and staff development 
opportunities as well as being involved in corporation activities.  ISBA provides a document 
called The ISBA Informer for school boards to view salaries and fringe benefits of all school 
systems from the superintendent to teachers.  This document shows state averages for all 
categories as well as state averages for district size.  Boards of Education can use these 
documents to determine what is reasonable for a superintendent salary and fringe benefits.  
Engagement in these professional growth activities for board members allows them to realize 
their positions and responsibilities of being a contributing member of a school board.  As stated 
previously, the selection of a superintendent is the most important decision made by the school 
board to create successful school reform.  Having knowledge and recognizing the importance of 
a superintendent may result in a superintendent remaining in a district as determined by the role 




In Indiana, school districts are classified as metropolitan, suburban, town, and rural 
(AASA, 1994).  Rural districts are confronted with issues that are the result of inadequate 
funding and increasing numbers of state mandates and increased expectations for school 
performance from parents, the school board and the community.  Suburban and urban school 
districts are faced with increasing enrollments and inadequate funding, in addition to all of the 
issues of their rural counterparts.  Influence and the power of labor unions had a minimal 
impact on superintendent longevity with regards to district size (Chance & Capps, 1992).  Of 
superintendents, 91.2% had been involved in a strike while superintendent (Sharp & Walter, 
1995).  Superintendents in larger districts were unhappy about the relationships they had with 
their communities but felt more satisfied with staff relationships.  The converse is true in 
smaller districts.  In larger districts, superintendents were considered “hard to reach” and the 
superintendents could be detached from personal feelings with regards to staff as in the case of 
negotiations (Sharp & Walter, 1995).   
Salaries in relationship to the size of the district of school superintendent in Indiana 
have a varied range, dependent upon school district size and contracts negotiated.  Salaries 
regarded as low may not be a significant barrier to the superintendent remaining in a district.  In 
rural districts, 17% said that the salary was low and a reason not to remain in the district 
(Malone, 1999).  In another study, 88.5% of superintendents said they were satisfied with their 
salaries (Sharp & Walter, 1995).  It was also revealed that superintendents in smaller districts 
felt more respect from their boards as opposed to their larger counterparts. Size of the district in 
terms of number of students, staff, and the community as a whole and what is provided for 
superintendent job satisfaction was a key component to be explored. 
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Leadership Characteristics 
The superintendent defines his or her role as the instructional leader of the corporation 
they serve.  Research supports this view of the superintendent (Nestor-Baker, 2001).  The 
characteristics of the successful superintendents make their tenure sustaining.  There is a clear 
instructional vision that is supported and clearly communicated to the students, staff and 
community.  These superintendents elicit sup from their staff and school board by providing 
resources, being visible, engaging all in instructional conversation and empowering others to 
take risks in assuring the success of the students (Nestor-Baker, 2001).  
The superintendent and his or her effect on student achievement is well documented.  
Waters and Marzano (2007) identify five district level responsibilities that show statistically 
significant correlation between superintendent behaviors and student achievement: 
1. Collaborative goal setting–including all the relevant stakeholders in establishing 
goals for their districts.  This includes central office staff, building level 
administrators and board members.   
2. Non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction–effective superintendents 
make sure that the goals determined must be acted upon.  Specific targets are set for 
classroom instruction and student achievement.  Research based strategies are used 
to achieve those goals. 
3. Board alignment and support of district goals–the board is supportive of these non-
negotiable goals.  These goals become the main focus for the district and no other 
goals become a detractor for the district.  They devote resources to obtaining these 
goals. 
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4. Monitoring goals for achievement and instruction–district progress is constantly 
monitored and remain the district‟s path to student success. 
5. Use of resources to support achievement and instruction goals–resources such as 
time, money, personnel, and materials are devoted to these goals.   
Waters and Marzano‟s (2007) study shows that those superintendents who define clear goals 
and then allow autonomy for the building level administrators to develop a plan to meet those 
goals improves student achievement.   
Successful superintendents may experience the Hedgehog Concept.  This is leaders who 
are described as great leaders follow what they are deeply passionate about, what they can be 
the best in the world at, and what drives his or her resource engine (Collins, 2001).  Those 
leaders believe that their role in the organization is a part of them, and they work without 
attracting attention to themselves.  Their focus is on the organization and what can make it 
superior to the other organizations.  Superintendent and staff relationships are an important 
aspect of the role.  One of the factors that school board members scrutinize is the leadership 
behaviors of an individual.  These individuals need to lead the district in an educational mission 
for accountability to students and the community.  The superintendent‟s close relationship to 
successful school reform is based on the selection of a quality superintendent.  Twenty-nine 
percent of superintendent leaders are hired based on these abilities and past behaviors that are 
evidence of these abilities that would act as a change agent in a district (Glass, 2001b).  Some 
superintendents are hired because they are viewed as instructional leaders but 60% in a study 
believe they are hired because they would be change agents (Glass, 2001b).   
Personnel issues contribute to a superintendent‟s longevity in a district.  Employment, 
termination of employees, transfer of employees, or evaluation of employees are factors that led 
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to a superintendent‟ retirement or dismissal especially with negative involvement from the 
school board.  Sixty-six percent of these issues are contributing factors to a change in 
leadership (Metzger, 1997).  The superintendent becomes the scapegoat for the school board 
members around personnel issues.  Ninety-five percent of superintendents are happy with their 
relationships with teachers (Sharp & Walter, 1995).  A climate of trust, showing that a leader is 
reliable, and maintaining responsible decision making are attributes that staff members 
demonstrate importance for a district leader (Shields, 2002). Difficult decisions made by 
superintendents result in feelings of despondency, depression, and self-accusations. It has a 
significant impact on the superintendent‟s self-confidence. 
Financial expertise and integrity are found to be two of the most important behaviors 
and abilities of a superintendent.  Communication is central to maintaining a healthy 
relationship.  Communication is an essential part of the leadership style of the superintendent.  
“Astute school boards and superintendents realize that maintaining sound public relations could 
mean the difference between success and failure” (AASA, 1994, p. 19).  In this collaborative 
effort, communication is vital to success for a superintendent in a district.  Superintendents 
spend an average of four or more hours per week in direct communication with school board 
members (Glass, 2001b).  School board members expect that a superintendent keep them 
apprised of any and all issues that arise before the public becomes aware of any issues.  
Communication has taken on a new dimension with the introduction of emails, blogs, and the 
internet. Schools maintain websites and superintendents use technology to communicate with 
staff and the community.  This additional communication stream can offer useful tools, but can 
also cause problems for the superintendent.  These tools do not offer effective communication.  
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They can often misinterpret the reason for the communication.  McCann (2007) indicated that 
meaningful communication involves this framework:  
Listening empathetically; speaking to clarify and develop a mutual understanding, 
asking meaningful questions as part of inquiry; acting with data to make an appropriate 
decision; sharing responsibility to implement a decision and analyze the results; and 
organizing meeting to focus on critical questions. (p. 51) 
School superintendents may find themselves juggling a variety of politically motivated 
actions coming from disgruntled board members and community members.  An occasional 
issue will arise where board members will expect special treatment for family and friends that 
may be contrary to policies or employment requirements.  Constant expectations of this nature 
could result in poor relations and superintendent turnover (Shields, 2002).  As a district leader, 
a superintendent shows strength by how he or she responds to a crisis of integrity.  In one study 
a school administrator confronts a challenge that goes beyond the immediate moment 
(Normore, 2004).  The administrator has success in helping a student achieve through difficult 
circumstances involving the integrity of a faculty member. This displays the leader‟s courage to 
go against the beloved educator and community icon.  How a district leader responds 
determines the degree to which he or she is viewed as a strong, ethical leader.  Strong leaders 
displayed good communication skills, community relations, and strong leadership (Glass, 
2001a).   
One of the most important roles of a school superintendent is that of community leader.  
The district leader is seen as an integral part and often sought to serve in many capacities for the 
betterment of the community.  Of superintendents polled, 96% said they were happy with the 
relationship with the community (Sharp & Walter, 1995).  A major issue relating to stress and 
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the superintendency involves the hiring and firing of coaches.  Winning and losing contests and 
preferential treatment of some athletes over others could arise in conflict (Shields, 2002).  The 
major focus for the community groups will be pressure regarding taxes and school budget and 
the decisions made by the superintendent to attend to these issues.  To provide deep and 
sustaining change, the superintendent must be forceful, proactive, and courageous (Usdan, 
2005).   
Superintendents must possess a sense of humor and love what they do.  The 
understanding of always improving and moving a district to a higher level is foremost. 
Superintendents must be willing to share openly and frankly, admitting to mistakes but 
maintaining ethical behavior at all costs (Glass, 2001b).  
Shared visions are essential and the roles must be clearly defined.  The superintendent 
must be proactive in providing board leadership and training, not only on district policies and 
governance, but also as community leaders (Glass, 2001b).  Effective superintendents lead their 
districts.  Student success is determined by experiencing constant change (Griffen, 2005).  The 
superintendent‟s  proactive role  and shared vision with the community helps students engage in 
new and different ways of learning  to make them successful in an ever changing world. A 
superintendent has a „missionary zeal‟ for their position, and is well prepared (Shields, 2002).  
Three-fifths of school districts in a study conducted by (Normore, 2004) report an inability to 
attract enough quality candidates for administrative positions.  This may or may not be related 
to shared visions of the school board and its superintendent but if there is not a shared vision, 
then it is difficult to maintain effectiveness.  Nearly half of the nation‟s superintendents are 
expected to retire or leave their jobs in the next five years (Normore, 2004).  Salaries of school 
superintendent in Indiana have a varied range, dependent upon school district size and contracts 
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negotiated.  Salaries regarded as low may not be a significant barrier to the superintendency if 
the vision is aligned.  Demonstrating strong leadership will affect a superintendent‟s decision to 
remain within a district.  Being able to be a strong instructional leader was important.  
Maintaining integrity and managing crisis with expertise and strength and being viewed as 
knowledgeable had direct relationship to satisfaction of the superintendent and the district.  
Satisfaction by the board and its superintendent plays a role in the shared vision of the board, 
the community and the superintendent. 
Community Demographics 
Communities and their cultures may pose the most serious challenge for a public school 
superintendent.  The increasing demands on superintendents time and the requirement that they 
be visible in the community can be a source of stress for superintendents.  Community 
members are demanding accountability for the use of their tax dollars that go to pay the salaries 
of superintendents (Richardson, 2002).  The superintendent‟s engagement with the community 
must to be accomplished in a positive manner, being the subject of scrutiny in the tiniest of 
actions.  A superintendent has to be engaged at all times and be ready to demonstrate that 
competency in all situations within the community.  A 2005 National School Public Relations 
Association study determined that school superintendents identified the importance of 
communication to the community, especially when a crisis occurs (Byrd, Farkas, Foley, 
Forsyth, Walter, & Marzano, 2008). 
The “savvy superintendent take steps to prevent crises or mitigate their impact to protect 
their districts‟ reputation” (Byrd et al., 2008, p. 6).  Schools are becoming more diverse.  
Districts are struggling to provide services for these diverse populations (Petersen & Fusarelli, 
2001).  The economy of a district is also a characteristic for a superintendent to take into 
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account.  As the economy rides on the edge of a recession, changing political climates, and the 
decreasing amounts of households with children involve problems for a school district and its 
chief officer.  “Public education is under attack from both the Left and the Right, and proposals 
(some radical, some not) covering everything from governance to choice have been adopted in 
states and locales throughout the country” (Petersen & Fusarelli, p. 7).  Understanding the 
culture, both within the school system and within the community, is key to the success of the 
individual charged with leading the district.  An „insider‟, one who rises through the ranks of 
the organization, will have an advantage to knowing the cultures (Normore, 2004). 
Support Systems 
There has been a movement among some school districts to pass laws that change the 
requirements of a school superintendent.  Some states have totally eliminated requirements for 
superintendents.  Many believe that training in business is sufficient to run a district (Petersen 
& Fusarelli, 2001).  Superintendent preparation in the state of Indiana requires an additional 
college degree as outlined by the Indiana Professional Standards Board (IPSB).  Colleges and 
universities support programs that prepare a superintendent for the role of district educational 
leader.  Clear expectations by a school district help secure a superintendent that has the 
characteristics for successful leadership. For superintendents to lead, by securing staff 
development from senior leadership in the field, having reward systems in place, and having the 
assurance of continuity in leadership was cited as being important for  superintendents to 
remain in the district (Normore, 2004).  The tenure of a superintendent is in direct correlation to 
student achievement.  The positive effects begin to show as soon as two years into the 
superintendency (Waters & Marzano, 2007).  This research supports that the systems in place 
should work to retain good superintendents in their districts.  Superintendents find support 
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among the many superintendent groups in the state of Indiana.  The Indiana Association of 
Public School Superintendents (IAPSS) was founded to aide and support superintendents in 
their efforts to lead the district.  This organization provides staff development, legal assistance, 
links to professionals for information and support with various projects.  There are also clubs 
and organizations founded in regions of the state such as study councils and private, invitation 
only clubs. Socialization was cited as being important in good leadership.  This is the process 
by which an individual selectively obtains the knowledge and skills necessary to perform in the 
role of an administrator.  The behavior of one member of the organization can have a large 
impact on the others, thus the need for superintendents to have the support and training both by 
colleagues in the field, and by the community in which they serve.  Perhaps the most difficult 
challenge that the beginning school administrator faces, however, is the need to develop a 
professional identity–an image of the self as a proactive leader who can make a difference 
(Normore, 2004). 
One of the most emotional by products of superintendents leaving their jobs is the self-
accusation and the damage it does to one‟s self-esteem.  Superintendents experience 
despondency and depression leading to difficulties with their next assignment.  When 
superintendents leave due to stress with the board, staff, or community, some obtain another 
superintendency, retire, or make a career change.  Superintendents cited that there needs to be 
more support from colleagues in the position and support through their professional 
associations (Metzger, 1997).   
In one study, the challenges facing a school superintendent were defined as “the four 
Bs: Bonds, Budgets, Buses, and Buildings.  During the first half of the 20
th
 century the four Rs: 
“Race, Resources, Relationships, and Rules in the 1970s,” to currently, “the four As: Academic 
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Standards, Accountability, Autonomy, and Ambiguity and the five Cs: Collaboration, 
Communication, Connection, Child Advocacy and Community building” (Richardson, 2002, p. 
7).  Superintendent turnover causes a “circle the wagons” mentality and the real changes that 
need to happen in a district are more difficult (Metzger, 1997).  Thus, superintendents 
remaining in a district provide stability for that district.  Superintendents are not staying in the 
position because they are nearing retirement.  Many do not seek the position because of a 
reluctance to risk a safe position for one that puts them in the political forefront (Pascopella, 
2008). 
Summary 
This chapter examined the current literature available examining the characteristics of 
the superintendency.  Explored were the characteristics of community politics and school board 
relations, district size, leadership characteristics of the superintendent, community 
demographics, and the support systems in place to offer aide to a superintendent.  What are the 
characteristics that have Indiana superintendents staying in some districts for 10 years or more?  
Exploring these characteristics and their relationships to school boards, staff, and the 
community may lead to other districts viewing these characteristics as necessary to hire and 
retain quality candidates for the position. 
The literature revealed why superintendents choose to leave a district after three to five 
years.  The most important factor is the relationship of the superintendent to the school board.  
All other characteristics could be optimal but that relationship puts the superintendent in a 
precarious position if the board and he or she is not in agreement with the direction of the 
district.  
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District size has maintained advantages and disadvantages for superintendents to remain 
in their districts.  The advantages are that smaller districts provide closer relationships to the 
board, staff and community while larger districts are more impersonal.  Larger districts are 
attractive due to the ability to offer larger compensation packages while smaller districts cannot 
compete.  The disadvantages in district size show that smaller districts can be more stressful 
because the superintendent is more visible.  Superintendents in larger districts feel somewhat 
disconnected to their staff and students because of size.  
Leadership characteristics of communication and integrity are key in the importance of a  
successful superintendent.  Communication involves listening empathetically; speaking  
to clarify and develop a mutual understanding; asking meaningful questions as part of  
inquiry; acting with data to make an appropriate decision; sharing responsibility to  
implement a decision and analyze the results; and organizing meeting to focus on 
critical questions. (McCann, 2007, p. 51) 
Superintendents need to communicate their goals for the corporation clearly and 
succinctly, defining the avenue taken for maximizing student achievement.  Financial expertise 
was found to be important to the success of a superintendent.  All leadership is done with 
honesty and integrity.   
Community demographics play a role in the success of a superintendent.  Those who 
were sensitive to the culture and socioeconomic situations of their constituency found a greater 
amount of cohesiveness.  Support was necessary to superintendents as well.  University 
training, ongoing staff development and support from professional organizations as well as 
colleagues provide the necessary system to maintain a successful superintendent.  
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It was the purpose of this qualitative multiple case study to interview those individuals 
who fit the criteria of remaining in a school district for 10 years or more  and develop 
suggestions for school boards to use to secure these individuals.  This chapter focused on the 
current literature pertaining to superintendent longevity and the reasons why superintendents 
leave a district.  The specific questions to guide the interview process were: 
1. What role does the community politics play in the decision to remain in the district? 
2. What are the factors relating to the size of the district that contributes to 
superintendent longevity? 
3. Are the leadership characteristics of the superintendent a significant to remaining in 
the district? 
4. How do community demographics affect superintendent retention? 
5. What are the support systems affecting tenure in a district? 
This research narrowed the focus on what makes a successful situation for a 
superintendent and a school district.  While only a few superintendents remain in their districts, 
what occurs in those districts for them to stay?  Further study examined these characteristics 








Methodology and Research Design 
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to determine if there are 
common themes identified by superintendents in the state of Indiana who remained in their 
districts for 10 or more years.  Behaviors related to community politics, district size, leadership 
characteristics, community demographics, and support systems are explored.  The goal of this 
study was to determine if there are common themes identified by a sample of these long-term 
superintendents. 
The research question for this study is: What are common themes related to longevity in 
the position that are reported by superintendents who remain in a school district in Indiana for 
10 or more years.  This question was posed in a study to determine the reasons for remaining in 
a district (Malone, 1999, p. 4).  
The following questions were used to guide the interview process: 
1. What role does community politics play in the decision to remain in the district? 
2. What are the factors relating to the size of the district that contributes to 
superintendent longevity? 
3. Are the leadership characteristics of the superintendent a significant part of the 
decision to remain in the district? 
4. How do demographics of the community affect superintendent tenure? 
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5. What are the support systems affecting retention in a district? 
To investigate this research question, a qualitative, multiple case study method was 
chosen for this study because it most appropriately discovers information that enables this 
researcher to answer the research question.  Ten years was chosen to show a sustainable 
leadership as defined by those districts who value their superintendent.   
Creswell (2003) defined qualitative research by the following characteristics: 
Qualitative research takes place in the natural setting.  The qualitative researcher often 
goes to the site (home, office) of the participant to conduct the research.  This enables 
the researcher to develop a level of detail about the individual or place and to be highly 
involved in actual experiences of the participants.  Qualitative research uses multiple 
methods that are interactive and humanistic.  The methods of data collection are 
growing, and they increasingly involve active participation by participants in the study.  
Qualitative researchers look for involvement of their participants in data collection and 
seek to build rapport and credibility with the individuals in the study.  Qualitative 
research is emergent rather than tightly prefigured.  Several aspects emerge during a 
qualitative study.  The research questions may change and be refined as the inquirer 
learns what to ask and to whom it should be asked.  Qualitative research is 
fundamentally interpretive.  This means that the researcher makes an interpretation of 
the data.  This includes developing a description of an individual, or setting, analyzing 
data for themes or categories, and finally making an interpretation or drawing 
conclusions about its meaning.  The qualitative researcher views social phenomena 
holistically.  This explains why qualitative research studies appear as broad, panoramic 
views rather than micro-analyses.  The qualitative researcher systematically reflects on 
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who he or she is in the inquiry and is sensitive to his or her personal biography and how 
it shapes the study.  The qualitative researcher uses complex reasoning that is 
multifaceted, iterative, and simultaneous.  Although the reasoning is largely inductive, 
both inductive and deductive processes are at work.  The qualitative researcher adopts 
and uses one or more strategies of inquiry as a guide for the procedures in the 
qualitative study. (pp. 181-183) 
My role in this case study was to conduct interviews for the sole purpose of determining 
characteristics that were common for a superintendent to remain in his or her district for 10 
years or more.  A population of superintendents remaining in a district for 10 years or more was 
developed by reviewing a document produced by IAPSS which showed how many years those 
superintendents were members of the organization in each school district.  Those who had been 
a member in the IAPSS for 10 years or more were contacted via telephone to determine if they 
fit the criteria of this study of longevity in the position.  Six superintendents were chosen at 
random as a sample from this population representing 11% of the 32 possible superintendents.  
Each was determined from the four descriptions of districts according to the Indiana 
Department of Education.    
Superintendents who have remained in their districts for 10 years or more were solicited 
via mail to participate in the study.  All but one agreed to participate.  The first respondents 
were chosen for participation in the study.  Face-to-face interviews were used to gather 
information.  Interviews were tape recorded.  These recordings were transcribed for purposes of 
evaluation.  Information was organized according to answers given to the five interview 
questions.  A chart was used to record similar responses as a way to identify themes and is 
included in Appendix B.  This chart was used for note-taking purposes and to organize answers 
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from the sample.  Any other questions or pertinent information not included in the five main 
interview questions were used to supplement information gathered for the study.  This data was 
included within a written document in addition to the research posed by the five questions. 
Personal Statement 
I became interested in this topic while a student at Indiana State University.  During the 
beginning year of the Ph.D. residency program, it was thought that being the only seated 
superintendent in the cohort was unusual.  In fact, of the 18 cohort members that year, only five 
were interested in the superintendency.  The question then arose as to why outstanding 
educators in the field would not seek the highest position possible in a district?  Because 
superintendent retention and turnover is a frequently discussed topic, that led to the next 
question as to what makes superintendents remain in their districts?  If those characteristics 
could be explained, the discoveries could be used for school boards and communities to secure 
a superintendent of quality who would lead their districts for maximum student success.  With 
all of the political mandates from federal and state governments, what makes a superintendent 
rise to the occasion to meet those challenges?  This researcher saw many colleagues handle the 
stresses of the position with ease and almost as a welcomed challenge to make their districts 
outstanding in performance.  The communities they served were well behind them in support.  
This, coupled with a strong staff, seemed to make a difference in creating a successful, student 
centered, school district.   
My short tenure of seven years involves much of the same characteristics of those 
admired.  It was the hope that this research would give present young superintendents and those 
thinking about the position, a “road map” for school district leadership.  School boards looking 
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for a superintendent to remain in their district may review and use the data collected to secure 
the professional they need to lead their district. 
District Leader Selection 
From a list generated by the IAPSS, out of the 292 school district superintendents, 30 
have remained in their current districts or one in previous tenures for 10 years or more.  The 
district names are reflected in Appendix A.  A stratified random sample of district leaders to be 
interviewed was selected according to the size of their student population.  Superintendents 
were chosen from the four categories according to information gathered from the Department of 
Education (personal communication, M. Mickelson, December 29, 2008).  No more than two 
participants were selected from each category of school.  According to the Director of School 
Data Reporting, the Corporation Demographic Designations as outlined by the Indiana 
Department of Education are as follows; 
Metropolitan is inside of a Metropolitan Statistical Area (a city of at least 50,000 
population or is an urbanized area of at least 50,000 with a total metropolitan population 
of at least 100,000) and has a density of at least 200 students per square mile or 
containing all of a central city.  Suburban is inside a Metropolitan Statistical Area with a 
density between 20 and 200 students per square mile.  Town is outside a Metropolitan 
Statistical Area with a density between 20 and 200 students per square mile.  Rural is 
less than 20 students per square mile. (M. T. Wilhelmus, personal communication, 
December 29, 2008) 
Superintendents were contacted by letter explaining the research, and a request for their 
participation was included.  Participants were then contacted by telephone to set up interviews 
with the researcher.  The interviews took place in a mutually agreeable site away from the 
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school district office.  Two respondents were interviewed via telephone due to distances and 
schedules.  
Each interview lasted approximately one and one half hours in length.  Data from each 
interview question was placed according to like statements made by each superintendent.  The 
responses were categorized in each interview questions pertaining to like characteristics.  The 
process that was used was to take the transcript of the interview and code themes with each 
superintendent. The codes used were: 
Expected Outcomes (EO) 
1. Community Politics (EOCP) 
2. District Size (EODS) 
3. Leadership Style (EOLS) 
4.  Community Demographics (EOCD) 
5. Support Systems(EOSS) 
Surprising Outcomes (SO) 
1. Community Politics (SOCP) 
2. District Size (SODS) 
3. Leadership Style (SOLS) 
4. Community Demographics (SOCD) 
5. Support Systems (SOSS) 
Unusual Outcomes (UO) 
1. Community Politics (UOCP) 
2. District Size (UODS) 
3. Leadership Style (UOLS) 
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4. Community Demographics (UOCD) 
5. Support Systems (UOSS) 
A larger perspective outcome (LP) or any other comments or situations not covered by the other 
categories. 
1. Community Politics (CPLP) 
2. District Size (DSLP) 
3. Leadership Style (LSLP) 
4. Community Demographics (CDLS) 
5. Support System (SSLP) 
Data was then put into a chart (APPENDIX C) listing the codes, and the superintendents 
interviewed.  An x was put in the box if there were comments relating to reasons in each 








Presentation and Analysis of the Data 
The purpose of this multiple case study was to identify themes related to work longevity 
by superintendents.  The breakdown of the classifications was three Metropolitan, eight 
Suburban, two Town and 17 Rural.  The six interviewees were determined by the first to 
respond to the invitation to participate in this research in each category.  The six 
superintendents were comprised of one from Metropolitan, two from Suburban, and three from 
Rural school districts.  All responded via email and then were contacted by telephone.  All but 
two were interviewed in a face-to-face interview.  Superintendents were asked to respond to 
questions involving their tenure at their local districts.  The interview questions asked were: 
1.  What role does community politics play in the decision to remain in the district? 
2.  What are the factors relating to the size of the district that contributes to 
superintendent longevity? 
3. Are the leadership characteristics of the superintendent a significant part of the 
decision to remain in the district? 
4.  How do the demographics of a community affect superintendent tenure? 





Superintendent #1 was from a rural district of 764 students as reported by the 2008–
2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This superintendent 
had remained in the district for 15 years.  This person intended to remain at least five years 
more before considering retirement.  
Community politics for this superintendent was a deciding factor to remain in the 
district.  The superintendent stated that the community does not get involved in telling the 
school system what to do.  There are not many public officials who have a reason to get 
involved.  Those officials have always felt that it was the superintendent‟s job to do the day to 
day operations.  The members of the elected school board and the community are supportive of 
the school system.  The support of the local school board members is tremendous, according to 
this superintendent.  The longevity of board members has made a difference.  Two board 
members were on the board that hired the present superintendent.  This superintendent served 
on many community boards and was active in community service organizations.  The board 
itself had only visited the superintendent‟s office 10 times in the tenure of the superintendent.  
The board allowed the necessary latitude to make decisions and not involve itself.  Regular 
communications both written and verbal to board and community made it a positive 
relationship.  The school was the center of the community and was looked upon to continue its 
survival in the competitive global economy.  As a result, this superintendent used the creative 
talents to develop many innovative programs to keep the students they serve as competitive as 
possible. 
It was the feeling of this superintendent that being in a small school district lent itself to 
making more of a difference.  There were not as many layers to go through to move the district 
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in the positive direction.  Staff, student, and family involvement occurred on a daily basis.  It 
was easier to target specific needs and problem-solve to find the avenues necessary to achieve 
the best results.  
The leadership style of this superintendent first and foremost was one who was willing 
to listen.  Getting people to make decisions but was approachable was a characteristic.  
Importance to be a part of the community was demonstrated by this superintendent.  The 
superintendent stated that people need to feel like they have an opinion that was valued.  This 
superintendent was an integral part of a community change in economic development because 
of the collegial leadership style.  The use of “we” in the conversation versus “I” was very 
evident.  Support for those on staff, as well as students, was most important.  The willingness to 
try new ideas and give the latitude to experiment created staff satisfaction.  The push to 
succeed, to become better was a thread in the conversation.  The small district always pointed to 
a forward momentum by the leadership of this superintendent as the importance was 
communicated.  The philosophy of this superintendent was to not be afraid and to move 
forward even if mistakes were made. Benefits are discovered as a result of the growing process.  
A rural community with a tremendous assessed valuation was a characteristic for this 
superintendent to remain.  Internally the district could provide new and innovative ideas as well 
as sustain building projects to keep everything up to date and competitive.  Being a financially 
solid district due to the superintendent‟s financial skills as business manager, created the 
marriage for the community wanting to secure and maintain the superintendent.  The 
tremendous resources allowed the superintendent to move the district forward with little 
resistance from the community.  The community was viewed as a great place to raise a family.  
Small town, rural values were important to this superintendent.  It was reminiscent of the 
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experience they received in maturing.  It was difficult at first as they were not viewed as 
insiders but as newcomers.  Trust built over the years in communication and decision making 
lessened the void.  
The support systems found in this district consisted of an excellent treasurer with 
longevity.  Strong building level principals maintained and supported in the districts were a 
valued characteristic.  The board viewed the need for retention.  They sought to keep the 
superintendent pay above that of counterparts in similar situations.  The supplemental benefits 
of a car, annuities and insurance were key to retention.  The same philosophy was carried over 
to staff members as well.  This prevented all from not wanting to make a change, thus 
contributing to the longevity of the superintendent.  Only 10 or 12 times in 15 years had a board 
member stopped by or visited.  The perception of faith in the superintendent is reality.   
Superintendent #2 
Superintendent #2 was from a Metropolitan district of 15,384 students as reported by 
the 2008–2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This 
superintendent has remained in this district for 14 years.  This person looks to remain for four 
more years.  
The relationship among community members and factions with this superintendent were 
good.  The school corporation was viewed as the advocate for the community.  This was 
achieved by hosting quarterly meetings, with churches, elected officials, and community 
leaders, with shared topics to create a community forum advocating the needs of the 
community.  Monthly meetings were held for legislators, the mayor, and community liaisons, to 
discuss community issues.  This superintendent expressed that a superintendent is a part of the 
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politics.  The superintendent either becomes a part of the politics or the community.  This will 
dictate to the superintendent what will happen.  
Size was a factor for this superintendent remaining in the district.  The district was large 
enough to do what the superintendent wanted but small enough that they knew most of the 
employees and some students.  Resources came with this size district to maintain and develop 
many new programs especially for the at-risk population of students.  A University high school 
for at-risk students to succeed to graduation was developed to give students a minimum of a 
two year Associate‟s Degree.  This program was developed because most of the students 
resided in the district post graduation.  To make the community grow and look at the school as 
a center for the community was a goal.  Being in a large district allowed the superintendent 
these freedoms to be the CEO and to be creative in order to take the next steps for long term, 
sustainable change.  Opportunities to use the creativity to keep students in schools and to be 
successful kept this superintendent in the larger district setting because of the resources and the 
tools to accomplish these goals.  Change kept the superintendent in tenure.  
The leadership style of this superintendent was one of collegiality, woven with creative 
characteristics.  This superintendent hired all of the level of cabinet assistant superintendents 
with similar leadership capabilities and styles.  This person sought the characteristics that 
complimented this leadership style.  The cabinet members, in turn, were charged with the task 
of hiring principals and ultimately the teaching staff to develop the broad programs for their 
students.  Because of having directly hired the assistants, trust is given to those eight 
individuals to maintain the goals and vision of the district.  The superintendent saw the role as 
being one of allocating resources and maintaining a positive district image so that they secured 
and maintained a valued education for each student of the district.  The collaboration and the 
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creativity used kept this superintendent in this district.  The ability to recognize good talent, to 
nurture and cultivate that talent, was seen as an opportunity.  Therefore, there was not much 
turnover in the district.  Seventy percent of the staff has remained in the district with this 
superintendent.  Personal contact with each staff member, to know that they were a valued part 
was important to this superintendent.  Regular classroom visits, encouraging staff professional 
development, and paying attention to their strengths contributed to a harmonious relationship.  
This superintendent viewed himself as one who demands excellence from all, a good listener, 
and a servant to his community.  With that, he sought staff development opportunities and 
salary benefits to keep his staff working at the district.  The superintendent also created an 
educational endowment for staff to continue towards the Ph.D. degree.  This superintendent 
personally donated money each year to fund one tuition for this purpose. 
The demographics of the district had changed from 12,000 to almost 16,000 students 
over the tenure of this superintendent.  The population changed from 80% White to mostly 
minority.  Free and reduced lunch population grew from 20% to 77%.  As the district aged, it 
went from suburban to urban in nature.  Predominately considered poor, the superintendent 
related to the childhood of the students.  Growing up poor with few advantages kept this 
superintendent pushing forward for the children.  Challenges increased as the population 
changed and that was exciting to this superintendent.  The district had been the only position 
sought for this superintendent.  This position provided immediate satisfaction as the 
superintendent enjoyed seeing differences made in the lives of children.  The district maintained 
many fiscal resources to deliver the kind of education this superintendent created.  The board 
and the community were very supportive in this initiative.  Opportunities to build buildings and 
renovate others have been important to the community and a strength of this superintendent 
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coming from a construction background.  All building projects were completed.  Under the 
superintendent‟s leadership, the district wanted to be innovative and prided them in having 
things that most schools do not have.  
The support systems for this superintendent were building a staff that consisted of a 
business background that could help maintain fiscal responsibility and complete building 
projects.  Colleagues in the business world helped in those areas with connections that served to 
aid in building projects in the district.  Family allowed the superintendent the freedom to do 
things and was an integral part of the community.  The community has treated the 
superintendent and his family well.  This superintendent is the fourth in the history of the 
district.  There have been only two new board members in the last 14 years.  The board was not 
micromanaging.  They were always supportive of the staff and planned many staff recognition 
opportunities.  This superintendent created many opportunities for the board and the community 
to be involved in the schools.  
Superintendent #3 
Superintendent #3 was from a rural district of 1,613 students as reported by the 2008-
2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This superintendent 
has remained in the district for 35 years as superintendent.  Community politics for this 
superintendent meant to keep and maintain the tax rate as low as possible, perhaps the lowest in 
the state.  Language was omitted from the teachers‟ Master Contract, the contract that is signed 
by each teacher as a binding document between the teacher and the corporation, which would 
put the district in jeopardy of being financially insolvent.  Severance packages and early 
retirement packages were kept in the confines of the district capabilities according to this 
superintendent.  Taking care of finances was the main focus.  This corporation did not have to 
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experience any reduction in force.  They were able to maintain programs.  The community 
played a large role in supporting the district and the superintendent in keeping it that way.  The 
superintendent made it a priority to be highly visible in the community by attending all events 
of the district both at home and away.  Being involved in all community activities, service club 
attendance and communicating with key leaders was a major part of the position.  The school 
board understood that its role was to set policy and was not involved in the daily operations.  
That maintained harmony in the district and was a reason that this superintendent stayed.  This 
district went from appointed to an elected board because people had moved in from outside the 
community and wanted it done.  It was put to a community vote and passed.  The 
superintendent commented that the relationship was still close but different.  The 
superintendent was asked for an opinion as to who would serve on the appointed board.  There 
were more business people who served on the appointed board.  With the fiscal importance, that 
made a difference to this superintendent.  The superintendent called this district home.  
Growing up in the district made a commitment for this superintendent to create and maintain a 
district in which children would thrive. 
District size played a major role in remaining in the district.  Personally knowing many 
of the children and grandchildren attending the district‟s schools was important and tied this 
superintendent to the district.  This gave a vested interest in the personal successes of the young 
people.  There were no aspirations to go to a larger district.  This superintendent enjoyed being 
a hands-on superintendent.  Being informed and knowing what was going on was very 
important.  
This superintendent described the leadership style as being one of benevolent 
dictatorship.  The buck stops here.  Listening to employees and gaining their input to build 
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capacity was important.  This superintendent described this as the most efficient type of 
organization.  Staff was chosen by the way in which they shared the mission and vision to make 
a district that focused on what is in the best interest of the students.  Students are represented as 
clients.  This superintendent had no problem telling people “no” and ran the school district with 
ownership.  The primary focus was to take care of the money because it generated programs for 
maximum student learning.  Programs were created to make the students successful in the 
community by aligning the programs to the industry in the community.  Now the students are 
competitive and in some respects ahead of others.  
The community was once considered one of the poorest areas of Indiana.  Over 50% of 
the school population was on free and reduced lunch.  Creating fiscal responsibilities and new 
programs proved to be a challenge for this superintendent but was a critical factor in remaining 
in the district.  Creating relationships with generations of families was important.  Finding ways 
of supporting families in poverty was a particular challenge.  The superintendent‟s life revolved 
around this community and its need.  A reason for retention was to see that the community and 
the school had amenities that most communities did not have due to the good stewardship of the 
school finances.  This superintendent graduated from the district and realized how far behind it 
felt when moving on to college.  The focus for this superintendent was to give back to the home 
community and make students as competitive as others in the state.  
The support systems for this superintendent were family and colleagues that have 
remained in leadership positions.  This superintendent also included the school board in the list 
of systems.  It was important to the superintendent to raise a family and then continue to be in 
one place as home.  Long hours and community events were shared with the family as they 
were an integral part of the job.  In difficult times, the superintendent consulted with longtime 
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trusted colleagues and mentioned that those were few but ones to be counted upon.  The school 
board went from being appointed to being elected when people moved into the community and 
wanted an election.  This superintendent felt supported in both kinds of boards and created the 
atmosphere for them to exchange ideas to come to a solid conclusion for what was best for 
students.  Community support was there in the district as the superintendent commented that 
90% respected the position but perhaps not liked the decisions.  This superintendent would 
rather be respected than liked.  
Superintendent #4 
Superintendent #4 was from a Suburban district of 6,310 students as reported by the 
2008-2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This 
superintendent has remained in this district for 19 years.  Community politics for this 
superintendent meant to infiltrate among the community members by creating opportunities for 
listening.  Not being a local or an insider meant that this superintendent spent time going to 
local restaurants to hear the concerns and the opinions of the citizens.  To “take your shoes off 
and go to the community” to be a part of that community was a primary focus for this 
superintendent.  Even though family members were going to the schools, that was a non factor.  
This superintendent was never considered an insider but considered a friend of the community.  
It was important to be visible by going to the local mechanics, going to church and being seen 
in community endeavors.  Letting the community learn about the superintendent was an 
important factor.  “All the community people are the heartbeat of the district.”  The business of 
communicating at the local establishments allowed this superintendent to create ambassadors 
for the district.  The school board kept to policy making and allowed the superintendent to grow 
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with the district.  This superintendent was chosen to succeed the seated superintendent when 
they were asked to leave due to some circumstances.  
Size was a factor to this superintendent remaining in the district.  Growing with the 
district from 2,815 to 6,200 brought challenges that kept the job interesting.  Board allowed the 
superintendent to mature with the district.  It was fun to watch it grow and change.  It made for 
the ability to hire good people.  The district was not too large to create places to share district 
information and to use those community people to spread the message of the district.  
Relationships were created and cultivated for this purpose so it eased the changes that needed to 
occur with the growth of the district.  This superintendent stated that he is a small town person.  
He did not accept this position in anticipation of a larger and more prestigious one in the future.  
This superintendent‟s leadership style was participatory.  Others were allowed to 
participate, empowering people to help make decisions.  Decisions were rarely made without 
others input.  The belief was held that change is made on the part of others decisions and 
sustainable.  This style builds trust.  However the final decision is the one that the 
superintendent made.  This superintendent delighted in convincing others that it was their idea 
and gave credit for those decisions.  People were held accountable for what happened in the 
district.  Because of having input on important decisions, people did not want to disappoint the 
superintendent.  This style came from a special teacher in junior high school who expected a 
student to do better without being overt.  She convinced her students that she would be 
disappointed if they did not do something she had asked.  This teacher made the decision for 
this superintendent to go to college. 
The demographics of the community contained diversity that was socioeconomic in 
nature.  This kept the superintendent interested in helping the hard-working people of the 
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district obtain what they needed for their children.  There were children who had parents who 
did not care because school was not important.  The other end of the spectrum in this district 
was the families who were very educated and living in million dollar homes.  Being able to 
combine all of those kinds of students and make them all successful and show no differences 
was the exciting part for this superintendent.  That is part of the superintendent‟s background, 
growing up from a hard working family. 
The support systems for this superintendent listed number one as family.  One reason 
this superintendent did not take a more prestigious, higher paying job was that the son was 
moving back to the district.  That meant grandchildren would be growing up in the school 
district that could be watched and monitored, and guidance offered.  While his children also 
grew up in the district, the superintendent tried not to influence decisions.  For grandchildren it 
meant to be a hands-on superintendent.  Support was given by staff members as this 
superintendent was just given the job.  There was no plan to be superintendent at the time.  The 
desire followed.  It was important not to uproot the family.  Watching his own grandchildren 
grow up there was more important.  “We can all be bought but above and beyond money is 
family.”  This superintendent made this comment several times.  Community relationships were 
important too.  Building relationships with stakeholders offered the insight as to where the 
roadblocks might have been created.  This superintendent stated that the job was a humble 
acceptance of the service to humanity.   
Superintendent #5 
Superintendent #5 was from a rural district of 1,494 students as reported by the 2008–
2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This superintendent 
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has remained in this district for 12 years.  As of this date, this person plans on remaining until a 
future retirement date. 
Community politics did not play a significant role in the decision to stay other than the 
personal preference of a small rural community.  The children grew up in the district, the 
spouse works in the district and the entire family lives in the district.  This superintendent saw 
the need to be involved in the school district itself by using their theatrical talents, school 
activities, Chamber of Commerce events, and Community Foundation Boards.  It was important 
to this superintendent to be involved to “have pulse” on what is going on.  The school board 
was seen as a good school board.  All were treated equally for all questions and concerns.  The 
communication was strong according to this superintendent.  “To your own self be true” was 
this superintendent‟s motto.  Thus dealing with the community and with the school board in 
such a way, was a contributing factor for staying in the district.  Looking at oneself in the 
mirror, knowing that what was decided was in the best interest of children, even though it may 
be a difficult decision, was important.  It was the main characteristic of that superintendent, this 
superintendent felt contributed to longevity.  Time spent teaching the board their 
responsibilities and then listening was a key factor.  Being open, and being honest in dealing 
with the public was very important.  
Size was a factor for this superintendent.  There was no desire to move to a larger 
district.  This position included chairing a co-op with 11 districts so that a large district feel was 
experienced.  The fiscal responsibilities kept the superintendent challenged.  There was the 
ability to have first hand impact in a district this size.  Being able to know staff, families and 
community situations first hand was important.  According to this superintendent, the small 
district carried with it more variety of fiscal challenges that kept the job intriguing.  Raising 
46 
family in the area and the size of the district was a factor.  It was not important to go on to a 
larger district because the satisfaction and the challenges were in this district.  It was still a 
process to fine tune and work with.  
This superintendent described the leadership style as being one that is collegial.  
Problem solving included gaining input from all of the stakeholders.  Prior experience with 
other leaders showed that leading by telling others what they wanted to hear was not the 
leadership style of this district.  Hiring good people was important.  Those chosen led their 
buildings to the same mission and vision of the district.  This superintendent described the 
position as “a collector of arrows to stand between the board and the teachers and my board and 
the public.”  The superintendent did not create ideas.  They were shifted to get them all going in 
the same direction on a focused direct path.  There was no hesitation to be autocratic or 
dictatorial but would rather everyone come to a common ground.  “I do not view myself as 
superintendent.”  Humbled, this superintendent‟s view of the position was one as an educator 
with a title.  Success was sought either for staff or the children of the district.  A remembered 
failure in childhood helped solidify a vow not to do that with someone else and gave the drive 
to keep all students growing.  The largest accomplishment for the leadership style was 
completing a successful building project.  The community committee was convinced to see this 
project through and continue the lowest tax rate.  This superintendent also helped to bring a 
small steel mill to the community that paid taxes and did not receive tax abatements.  
Demographics have changed in this district.  The small steel mill that came to the 
community began the move from solely agricultural to industrial.  Free and reduced lunch 
statistics grew from 30% to 50%.  This superintendent enjoyed the challenges that this brought 
to the community and thrived on the problem solving issues that both changes brought.  The 
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school district was instrumental in the reason for the steel mill to locate to the area.  This 
superintendent was an integral part of the deciding factor to place the steel mill in his district. .   
There was never the desire to become a superintendent but the family and support of 
educational colleagues gave encouragement.  Further education to obtain the doctorate came 
from family support for this achievement.  When applying for Ph.D. coursework, this 
superintendent told professors that two things were expected, “One, no one has completed the 
coursework as fast and two, nor as competent.”  That was achieved.  When the prior district 
superintendent wanted to retire, his assistant, this superintendent, was moved up to the position.  
There was no outside search.  Family was the only support system.  This superintendent 
responded that “You have to have a great deal of internal fortitude or you will not last. It can be 
a lonely place.” 
Superintendent #6 
Superintendent #6 was from a Suburban district of 7,021 students as reported by the 
2008–2009 statistical data from the Indiana Department of Education website.  This 
superintendent has remained in the district for 15 years. 
Community politics for this superintendent was framed around the word “stability.”  
The history of the district maintained a closely knit community and one that wanted to see his 
children be well prepared as adults.  Board members did not change much and served long 
terms thus contributing to the stability of the district.  There were not many agenda items and 
the board was driven to follow through with policy making and leaving the day-to-day business 
to the superintendent and the administration.  The board was always well informed by the 
superintendent and never had public disagreements.  If there were disagreements, they were 
usually taken care of before the public vote through discussion.  The district had a history of 
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superintendent longevity.  This was a major factor in the superintendent remaining in the 
district. 
The size of the district fit the personality of the superintendent in that there was no 
desire to go to a larger district, nor smaller.  Money was not a factor in going to a larger district.  
In this district, the superintendent had many challenges that pertained to its size to keep interest 
in the job.  It fit the background of the superintendent in the kind of community that was 
presented in childhood.  It was still small enough to be involved in community activities and for 
the family to also be involved but large enough to offer many opportunities for the 
superintendency.  
Leadership style was described as collegial in nature.  This superintendent saw himself 
as part of a large team.  Participatory decision-making was used.  It was very important to build 
trust among staff, board and community.  Listening and being consistent were very important.  
The mentors that influenced this superintendent led their districts in much the same way.  
Important decisions were made by having the key stakeholders having a voice and a say to 
include as much buy in as possible.  This superintendent did not have to make all the decisions 
and gladly awarded credit where credit was due.  
The demographics of the community have changed in the last 12 years.  It has gone 
from predominately white to predominately African American.  The Hispanic population 
remained somewhat unchanged.  Creating programs to make children successful from such 
diversity was an attraction to stay within the district. Students were able to hold their own 
socially, academically and fulfill their career dreams in this district.  The community and the 
district were very proud of that fact.  
49 
Support systems primarily consisted of organizations that included other 
superintendents and the family.  The spouse was a teacher within another district and could 
provide “grounding” when needed.  This superintendent commented that it was important to 
“give back” to all superintendents who have helped by staying in close contact through study 
councils, the state organizations and area meetings.  
The literature review in Chapter 2 explored the reasons for the high rate of turnover that 
dictated today‟s superintendency.  Factors of community politics, size of the district, leadership 
characteristics, community demographics and support systems did influence the reasons for a 
superintendent remaining in a district for 10 years or more. Superintendents that were satisfied 
with their jobs remained in these Indiana districts for 10 years or more.   
Community Politics 
In terms of the community politics, superintendents who had school boards who did not 
micromanage, who allowed the superintendent to make decisions for the district, and who only 
made policy decisions were found in each of the six school districts.  Boards were willing to 
listen and follow a collegial decision by the board and the superintendent.  In some cases, board 
member retention was a significant factor to the superintendent remaining in the district.  The 
superintendents felt supported and able to make decisions based on what was best for their 
students.  In a study by Glass (2001b) school boards wanting to improve the quality of 
applicants for the superintendent focused less on micromanaging, gave transportable retirement 
systems, were better qualified and knowledgeable, and provided higher salaries and benefits to 
keep their superintendent.  Individual school board members did not expect special favors.  
Each superintendent commented that they treated each board member the same.  When one 
asked a question, all members knew the question and the answer.  The superintendents 
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interviewed worked on creating a positive relationship with their communities by identifying 
the key communicators, and the local places in which to get the information out about the 
district.  In some cases the superintendents were insiders, they were born and raised in the 
district.  An insider, one who rises through the ranks of the organization, will have an advantage 
to knowing the cultures (Normore, 2004).  Those who were not, had to create ways in which 
they learned about the inner politics and then were visible and constantly checking the pulse of 
the district by having frequent conversations with those key people.  The superintendent was 
seen participating on several community boards and in-service organizations.  Financial 
expertise and communication were the two most significant characteristics according to what 
the community told the superintendents of the school corporations.  
District Size 
District size was a factor in superintendents remaining in a district.  The superintendents 
were matched according to the size of district in that they commented that the size just “fit 
them.”  Those in the small districts could not see themselves in any other district and the same 
held true for the others.  Most superintendents listed who have remained in their districts were 
from those districts classified as rural.  Most saw the challenges of a small district especially in 
terms of managing a small budget, as a challenge and a reason for staying.  Most were the 
business managers of their district and enjoyed working with the budget and stretching it or 
being creative to get the programs necessary for their students.  The converse was true with 
superintendents in larger districts.  Most districts were increasing in enrollment but school 
funding was not.  It was a challenge to find the dollars necessary to complete the vision of the 
district.  It was stated that superintendents in larger districts were unhappy about the 
relationships they had with their community but were satisfied with the staff relationships. 
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However, two superintendents that were interviewed, rated the community relationship of the 
larger district as being very rewarding and satisfying.  The size of the district did matter 
because all superintendents perceived their district as having a good relationship with their 
communities and demonstrated that it was a major reason that they stayed in the district.  
Leadership Style 
Leadership styles were varied but had a common thread among them.  All were 
collaborative in nature.  They asked for input from all stakeholders that the decision would 
affect.  They all had a clear instructional vision that was communicated throughout the system 
from the board to the students.  They allowed their administrators to have the autonomy to 
develop the plan to meet those goals and to run the day- to -day operations of their district.  
They however had no trouble in making a final decision based on what was best for the children 
of their district.  These leaders followed the “Hedgehog Concept” (Collins, 2001) believing that 
their role in the organization was a part of them and the focus was on the organization and the 
clients they serve.  All superintendents interviewed commented on how they viewed their roles 
as being servants to their district and community.  According to the perceptions of these 
superintendents, staff and community viewed these superintendents as ones who would listen 
and make decisions based on the best interests of the children.  Their communication styles, 
keeping all stakeholders informed were important.  All felt that it was important to be straight 
forward and to not use “smoke and mirrors” when dealing with all people.  Honesty and 
integrity were characteristics important in these leaders.  They viewed those as very important 
in being a district leader.  Strong leaders displayed good communication skills, community 
relations, and strong leadership (Glass, 2001a).  These superintendents were seen as community 
leaders.  
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The communities in which all six superintendents served have changed in demographics 
since their first years as superintendent.  Each superintendent named this shift as a reason he 
remained in the district.  There were shifts from agricultural to manufacturing, growth in 
populations and in diversity.  There were economic shifts as well creating a larger gap between 
the free and reduced populations and those students with means.  All of these changes created 
specific, evolving challenges for the superintendents.  The changes that had to be made to align 
the mission and vision of the districts kept the superintendents challenged not only for the 
schools that they served but the community as a whole.  Small rural communities were seeing 
the changes being affected in going from thriving businesses to bankruptcies.  Enrollments have 
been declining in smaller districts and growing in the larger ones.  Both provided different 
challenges for the superintendents that kept them in the district.  As the districts made these 
changes, superintendents saw a loyalty to see them through.  All were working with community 
entities to help facilitate these changes and turn them into positives for the district and the 
community.  “The „savvy‟ superintendent takes steps to prevent crises or mitigate their impact 
to protect their districts‟ reputations” (Byrd et al., 2008, p. 6). 
Support Systems 
The support systems of these six superintendents were basically the same.  The family 
and the circumstances surrounding the family were the major support system and the one that 
contributed most to a superintendent remaining in a district.  It was important to all to raise a 
family in the kind of atmosphere that was described as their school district and community.  
Keeping the family happy and involved in the district was important.  Most cited that whether 
they were considered insiders or not, their families were accepted and therefore were the 
superintendents main supporters.  All considered their boards to be somewhat of a support 
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system as well.  The relationships the superintendents have built with their boards contributed 
to their well being.  Each superintendent commented on a few colleagues, whether fellow 
educators, or people in business who would understand the nature of the job to be supporters.  
However, they all commented that there were very few people they trusted outside of family 
members.  In one study, superintendents cited that there needs to be more support from 
colleagues in the position (Merzger, 1997).  
In every case, each superintendent commented that they were just a part of a big picture 
to develop and make a school district successful for its children.  They had the attitude of a 
humble servant and sought to give back to their community and district because of some 
circumstance that followed them as a child.  It was very difficult to get any of them to talk 
specifically about themselves.  There were no egocentric ideas, agendas or comments.  All of 
the superintendents were willing to put themselves in a situation of risk to serve the children of 
their community 
Summary 
The enlightening interview process created commonalities about superintendents 
remaining in their districts for 10 years or more.  Superintendents maintained a healthy, stable 
relationship with their community as a whole.  It was important to have their entire family feel 
like an integral part.  Board members were working together in concert with the superintendent 
to maintain the mission and vision of the district.  Seldom were there hidden agendas or turmoil 
between board members or between board members and the superintendent. To maintain this 
collegiality, the superintendent maintained a frequent, open line of communication with the 
board and the public in general.  Money did not play a significant role in luring and securing a 
superintendent in a district.  However, the districts gave every good faith effort to reward the 
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superintendent with salary and benefits when appropriate.  Leadership styles were collegial in 
nature.  The demographics of the community and district size were important to the 
superintendents interviewed.  They viewed both as a way to serve and give back to the school 
system and the community.  The family was the most important support system.  Most 
superintendents felt that outside of the family, there were little supports to rely upon.  To 
interview these successful superintendents and to glean insights into characteristics should be 








Interpretation of Findings, Implications, and Recommendations 
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to determine if there are 
common themes identified by superintendents in the state of Indiana who remained in their 
districts for 10 or more years.  Behaviors related to community politics, district size, leadership 
characteristics, community demographics, and support systems are explored.  The goal of this 
study was to determine if there are common themes identified by a sample of these long-term 
superintendents. 
The research question for this study is: What are common themes related to longevity in 
the position that are reported by superintendents who remain in a school district in Indiana for 
10 or more years. This question was posed in a study to determine the reasons for remaining in 
a district (Malone, 1999, p.4).  
The following questions were used to guide the interview process: 
1. What role does community politics play in the decision to remain in the district? 
2. What are the factors relating to the size of the district that contributes to 
superintendent longevity? 
3. Are the leadership characteristics of the superintendent a significant part of the 
decision to remain in the district? 
4. How do demographics of the community affect superintendent tenure? 
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5. What are the support systems affecting retention in a district? 
To investigate this research question, a qualitative, multiple case study method was 
chosen for this study because it most appropriately discovers information that enables this 
researcher to answer the research question.  Ten years was chosen to show a sustainable 
leadership as defined by those districts who value their superintendent.   
Critical Components for Successful Superintendents Board – Superintendent 
Relationships 
Superintendents seeking a position with a school corporation stated that finding a school 
corporation that fit their persona as well as fitting the school corporation‟s idea as a leader was 
the initial goal. “We don‟t operate in a vacuum,” stated one superintendent. This superintendent 
went on to explain the necessary relationship between the board and the superintendent to make 
sustainable changes for the betterment of students. Another is quoted as saying, “I think I am 
probably respected by 90% of the population. I am not sure I am loved by 90% of them but I 
think I am respected, so I guess I would rather be respected than liked. The board knows that 
we have many programs that larger districts have and that I have been a good steward of the tax 
dollars. That is important to them.”  The school corporation‟s need must match the talents that 
the superintendent can bring to the table.  Leadership characteristics and personality of the 
superintendent needs to be explored in the interview process. “You need to be willing to take 
off your shoes and walk in the mud with the locals. This way they know you mean it when you 
say you will listen and you can be trusted,” quoted another superintendent. While not spoken in 
the interview, gender plays a role in the district‟s search for a qualified leader.  The 
superintendent candidate must flush out any problems, or assumptions of their duties before 
pursuing the role as the district leader.  Hidden and never discussed is the subject of gender.  
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All of the candidates interviewed were male with only one female fitting the requirements to be 
included in the study. She declined to be a part of the study due to circumstances occurring in 
her district.  If the board, speaking for the community, does not seek a candidate that fits their 
idea of a leader then conflict can occur.  The superintendent must also realize the nature of the 
problems in the district or the demands that may occur and be willing to accept the challenges 
and lead the district through to the next level. 
Support Systems 
Superintendents who were interviewed maintained that the most single influence on 
remaining in the district was that their families were accepted into the community.  Even if they 
were not raised in the community, as outsiders, they were welcomed and the lifestyle and the 
amenities fit their family.  Family involvement was key to the success of the superintendent.  
The family looking for many opportunities for entertainment, housing choices, academic 
opportunities, and athletics may not be suited to a small rural school district.  The family who 
does not thrive in large metropolitan areas may not be exuberant in being anonymous.  The 
family must agree with the position of superintendent and be a visible partner with the role.  
With the superintendent being one of the most visible community leaders, sometimes living the 
life in full view of all community members can be intimidating and overwhelming. One 
superintendent remarked, “ Longevity and support systems comes down to what‟s your family 
happy with, what are you professionally happy with, and do you feel comfortable and have 
relationships with the community with which you are involved. You know where the potholes 
are and what to avoid. There is a lot to be said about that.” Conversations occur in most public 
places as to decisions made in the district.  Confrontations may occur as a result.  The 
superintendent and his or her family must be willing to be gracious and supportive but must 
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also impart the idea that family time can be separate from the workplace.  A suggestion to 
maintain this separation was to carry business cards and  give them to people with office hours 
and a comment to please call during those hours.  Important to the community is having a 
leader who matches the values of the community, is accessible, listens, and makes decisions 
based on all stakeholders.  
For some, seeing the superintendent as an outstanding family member can be of support 
to the position.  It also brings in the human element.  It can put a strain on the relationship with 
the community if divorce occurs.  In some instances this can be a deciding factor not to renew a 
contract.  If the superintendent has always been honest and straightforward, and keeps the board 
apprised of any public comment or actions, real or perceived, then the trust factor is still intact.  
A community must be willing to accept the human traits of the superintendent and his or her 
family members in order for the relationship to be longstanding.  The community will be 
scrutinizing the superintendent and how he or she will handle adversity both job related and in 
private matters.  The superintendent must be of upstanding character, integrity and honesty.  
Without that, there is no hope to succeed nor to be long term in a position.  
District Size 
Size of the district mattered to those who were interviewed.  Whether they are small, 
rural districts or large metropolitan ones, longevity was due to the fact that the size fit the 
qualifications of the superintendent.  Seeking that larger district was not important to those in 
smaller districts. One superintendent stated, “Periodically somebody will talk to me about going 
somewhere else. I go to these meetings and talk to folks who ask me what my district size is. 
My district used to be smaller. Now it has doubled and tripled in size. The nice thing is when 
my district was smaller, I would only have about 90 people upset with me. Now I have 300 but 
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I like the challenges that have increased due to the changes.” Superintendents need to secure 
those positions that fit their personalities.  It is difficult to maintain a large district if 
unwillingness to put forth tremendous effort to reach all staff and community members is 
present.  Larger districts bring more anonymity so it is crucial that the superintendent be visible 
at every opportunity.  Orchestrating community leader meetings, staff socials, and knowing the 
key communicators in the district is crucial.  The savvy superintendent whether in small or 
large districts must be a social planner.  Smaller districts offer the opportunity to know every 
staff member and most community members but bring with it more visibility on the part of the 
superintendent.  The school boards who choose their leaders and the leaders who choose the 
district must be a match.  Conflict could arise if the expectations on both sides are not in 
congruence.  Longevity, if that is important, will not occur. 
Community Demographics 
Each superintendent interviewed stated that the demographics of the district and the 
community matched their own backgrounds.  It was important that the students they served 
were ones that they felt needed them the most whether there be extreme poverty levels, or those 
privileged who needed programs to be expanded for their success.  The superintendents also 
played a significant role in their communities to be a key player in the success of the 
community. One commented, “You become attached to the  community and see yourself doing 
great things. I could never bring myself to move for a bigger paycheck or a bigger school 
system.”  A superintendent must be willing to go beyond the school setting and be active in the 
community in which they serve.  It is important to find those places in the community to check 
the pulse of the school district.  There are certain restaurants and places of business where 
people in the community congregate.  That is where the information of the district gets 
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conveyed.  To get the correct message, the superintendent must be visible to convey the 
message.  From serving on boards, to helping in soup kitchens, the superintendent‟s role goes 
far beyond being the humble servant of the community.  Faith based activities were spoken as 
being very important. Caution is present however to demonstrate any specific doctrines, but 
only to demonstrate being a good, kind and upstanding leader of the community.  
Non Issues in the Superintendency 
Nowhere in the interviews conducted were comments that money and benefits were 
contributing factors to a person remaining in a district of ten years or more.  The 
superintendents had an aura of being a servant to the children of the district, the staff, and the 
community at large. The superintendents were invested in doing good work, and not invested in 
being recognized for their accomplishments.  Most all wanted to be called by their first names.  
While all of them held doctorates, not one of them needed to have the title.  They sought out the 
rigors of coursework for their own intrinsic satisfaction. “We can all be bought in one way or 
another, but there‟s a pretty large factor that goes above and beyond money. I think it‟s 
important for us as professionals as we look at those of us who stick around for a long time,” 
reported one superintendent meaning that money is not a factor in remaining in a school 
district. Professionalism in the realm of the superintendency means that doing good works for 
the people of their districts is far more satisfying and meaningful, than monetary compensation. 
One superintendent told the story that one of his greatest “successes” came from one of 
his greatest failures. “I had a kid when I was an elementary principal that needed to be retained. 
Now, I was retained as a kid, so that doesn‟t mean you can‟t be successful. But I screwed up 
with this kid because he went back to the same room that he was in the previous year and I will 
always regret that because he did not have the opportunity to grow the way he should have. I 
61 
had another kid that I suggested be retained. The parents didn‟t want any part of it. The first day 
of school the kid walks into my office and announces that he is going back to Mrs. So and So‟s 
classroom and that he would only be there for one year. He goes down and goes into the room. I 
called the parents and they said it was up to him. Later I felt good about what that situation 
taught me. The kid looked at all of the options, looked at what I thought was important, and 
made the decision on his own. You know that is the most you can ask of anybody, let alone an 
elementary kid.” Each superintendent expressed similar kinds of learning experiences from 
children that helped them form themselves as a superintendent.  
The “Aha” Moments 
The sustaining principle found in these leaders is that they were not egocentric.  It was 
almost impossible in the interviews to get them to speak about themselves or their 
accomplishments in the districts.  The superintendents always talked about those 
accomplishments in terms of what “we” or “they” did, and never about themselves.  They often 
referred to the saying of how “you are only as good as those around you.”  Promotion of others 
was in their dialogues.  These superintendents are the leaders that others seek out for approval 
and advice.  As they enter a superintendent‟s meeting, people see them as being true leaders. 
Even vendors at these meetings make sure they have a few words with them.  The 
superintendency is not a badge that they wear on their chest that says “look who I am”, but 
rather their place in life to serve mankind in whatever they can do to make a positive impact.  
They are truly in command of themselves and have a personal mission and vision for their own 
lives and those that they serve.  The superintendents are very disciplined and hold themselves to 
a higher standard. They are always willing to shoulder the fault of a failure.  They do appear to 
be somewhat fearless in public due to the fact that they have all converted districts into 
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successful ones and have eliminated employees who could not buy into the mission and vision 
of the district.  That is not without its pitfalls, however.  The superintendents also said that it is 
a very lonely job.  Only a select few people, mostly spouses, were the only ones that they 
confide in and discuss difficult days.  The role of superintendent is a large responsibility that is 
only given to a select few.  To grow, survive and become a great district leader, one must put 
all others before self but maintain a healthy balance in the process. One superintendent said it 
best, “Be in touch with what is going on at the building level. Make sure you understand what‟s 
going on from the administrator point of view, from the teacher point of view, and keep in close 
contact with your school board members.” Truth and integrity must be maintained.  One must 
be strong in his or her sense of self.  It is important not to compromise values for any reason.  
Community members and so called friends will seek out the superintendent to manipulate them 
into doing what is best for their own personal cause.  It is important that the superintendent 
maintain all in what is right and just and be an example of a great human being.  
Summary 
The role of superintendent and district leader is one that is truly rewarding.  To have the 
ability to affect the lives of so many people in a positive way is humbling. Education of a young 
person is a heavy responsibility.  If it is not taken lightly, it can be the deciding factor in a 
person‟s success.  The byproduct of this relationship is that one who aspires or has become a 
superintendent has challenges and rewards that far surpass their expectations.  It is truly an 
honor to obtain such a position of leadership in a community.  




Recommendations for Further Studies 
A quantitative study needs to be developed to determine the strength of the 
characteristics of superintendents and their longevity in a school corporation. This would put 
quantitative data behind some of the characteristics explored by using the case study method.  
Surveys of the superintendent, school board members, staff and community could be developed 
and measured quantitatively.  Determining the reasons why superintendents got into their 
positions in the first place is another characteristic to explore.  Researching the longevity of 
school board members in relationship to superintendent longevity is another study that would 
produce information to strengthen the findings of this study.   
It is necessary to have school boards acknowledge the factors that determined 
superintendent longevity and associations need to further instruct those school boards to 
develop a district that embraces those factors if indeed they want to have sustainable change in 
their school corporation..  School boards need to make sure that the district needs match the 
talents of the superintendent they are hiring. This is critical in maintaining the right district 
leader for the school corporation. Superintendents also need further support systems and 
programs developed by the professional organization to aid them in this difficult vocation. 
Administrative training programs need to insure that aspiring superintendents understand the 
need to select school corporations that fit their needs and give the necessary tools to 
superintendents to maintain a key role in the community. 
Summary 
This qualitative case study determined that the factors explored were all significant to 
the superintendent remaining in the district for 10 years or more.  Superintendents chose 
districts and maintained good relationships with their school boards and their communities 
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through communication and developing those relationships.  Size of the district fit the desire of 
the superintendent to the number and kinds of challenges and problem solving that occurred.  
To the superintendents, they were placed in the size of districts, or sought out that size of a 
district that fit their personalities, leadership styles, and helped them to attain a meaningful 
experience. Leadership was synonymous with service.  All felt the need to serve their 
communities.  The superintendents all enjoyed the challenges of growing and changing with 
their districts.  Support systems were necessary and family played the most significant role in 
keeping the superintendents in a district.  In securing a new superintendent for a district, school 
boards should develop questions to ask with regards to each of the factors of community 
politics, district size, leadership style, community demographics and support systems.  Those 
answers should be analyzed and taken into consideration by the perspective superintendent to 
see if the district and the superintendent match in those areas.  These case studies should aid 
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APPENDIX A: SUPERINTENDENT DEMOGRAPHICS 
The superintendents from the following school corporations were the population from 
which a sub-sample was drawn to participate in this research:  
Carroll Consolidated School Corporation, Flora, Indiana 
Clinton Prairie School Corporation, Frankfort, Indiana 
Concord Community Schools, Elkhart, Indiana 
Daleville Community Schools, Daleville, Indiana 
DeKalb County Eastern Community School District, Butler, Indiana 
Eastern Pulaski Community School Corporation, Winamac, Indiana 
Elwood Community School Corporation, Elwood, Indiana 
Fort Wayne Community Schools, Fort Wayne, Indiana 
Franklin County Community School Corporation, Brookville, Indiana 
Frontier School Corporation, Chalmers, Indiana 
Merrillville Community School Corporation, Merrillville, Indiana 
Metropolitan School District of Mt. Vernon, Mt. Vernon, Indiana 
Metropolitan School District of Wayne Township, Indianapolis, Indiana 
Mt. Vernon Community School Corporation, Fortville, Indiana 
Nettle Creek School Corporation, Hagerstown, Indiana 
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North Putnam Community School Corporation, Bainbridge, Indiana 
Northeastern Wayne School Corporation, Fountain City, Indiana 
Northwest Allen County Schools, Fort Wayne, Indiana 
Northwestern School Corporation, Kokomo, Indiana 
Paoli Community School Corporation, Paoli, Indiana 
Rising Sun-Ohio County Community School Corporation, Rising Sun, Indiana 
School Town of Munster, Munster, Indiana 
Scott County School District 1, Austin, Indiana 
South Harrison Community School Corporation, Corydon, Indiana 
South Knox School Corporation, Vincennes, Indiana 
Tri-County School Corporation, Wolcott, Indiana 
Valparaiso Community Schools, Valparaiso, Indiana 
West Washington School Corporation, Campbellsburg, Indiana 
Westfield Washington Schools, Westfield, Indiana 
 
